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1. Introduction . The Guahibo (or Sicueni) tribe lives in 
the eastern plains of Colombia and in Venezuela. Other re- 
lated languages and dialects include Amarua, Chiricoa, 
Cuiva, Guayabero, and Yaruru. 

The population of the Guahibo tribe is estimated at 
10,000-20,000. The Guahibo live in small family groups 
scattered over a large area. They were formerly nomadic 
but most have now settled down to an agricultural economy. 
The chief product of the economy is yuca. 
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The research for this paper took place between 1963 and 
1966. The principal informants were Eutimio Vargas and 
Manuel Granados from Barranco Colorado, near Orocue on 
the Meta River. 

2. Phoneme chart . 

Consonants 

Bilabial Dental Alveolar Palatal Velar Glottal 

Voiceless stops p th t k 

Voiced stops b d 

Affricate ts 

Voiceless fricatives f s x h 

Voiced fricatives v r 

Nasals m n 

Lateral 1 

Semivowel y 



Vowels 



Nasal 




Front Central 


Bac 


High f e 


u 


Low e a 


6 



Oral 

Front Central Back 

High i e u 

Low e a o 



3 « Consonants . There are twenty -nine segmental pho- 
nemes: seventeen consonants and twelve vowels. The con- 
sonants consist of two series of stops, one affricate, two 
series of fricatives, two nasals, one lateral, and one semi- 
vowel. 

The voiceless stops are the following: /p/ [p] voice- 
less bilabial stop, as in [pa'pabe] /papabe/ 'a monkey 1 , 
['apa] /apa/ 'to drink', ['puna] /puna/ 'to fly'; /th/ [£] 
voiceless dental aspirated stop, as in ['t^ihai] /thfliai/ 
'hard', [ne'vetjje] /nevethe/ 'tiger', [do'vatjn] /dovathi/ 
'devil'; /t/ [t] voiceless alveolar stop, as in ['tanata] 
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/tanata/ 'to shell 1 , [to'vinabo] /tovinabo/ 'worm', ['tenapa] 
/tenapa/ 'paddle'; and /k/ [k] voiceless velar stop, as in 
['kanali] /kanali/ 'a pot 1 , f'eka] /eka/ 'to sit', ['bahako] 
/bahako/ 'a greeting'. 

The voiced stops are the following: /b/ [b] voiced 
bilabial stop, as in [bu] /bu/ 'hammock', [o'faebe] /ofaebe/ 
'a rodent', [a'behe] /abehe/ 'bad'; and /d/ [d] voiced 
alveolar stop, as in ['domae] /domae/ 'fever', [a'kadale] 
/akadale/ 'tern', [du'nusito] /dunusito/ 'pineapple'. 

The affricate is /ts/ [ts] voiceless alveolar grooved 
affricate. Examples are ['tseva] /tseva/ 'to be dry', 
['etsexe] /etsexe/ 'smoke', ['atsa] /atsa/ 'dirt'. 

The voiceless fricatives are the following: /f/ [f] 
voiceless labiodental fricative freely fluctuating with [p* 1 ] 
voiceless bilabial aspirated stop and [p] voiceless bilabial 
fricative, as in ['fafana], ['phaphana], ['papana] /fafana/ 
'light in weight', [o'foto], [o'p h oto], [o'poto] /ofoto/ 'ter- 
mite', [o'faebe], [o'phaebe], [o'paebe] 'a rodent'; /s/ [s] 
voiceless alveolar grooved fricative, as in ['saeba] /saeba/ 
'to force', [ma'lisi] /malfsi/ 'a fish', [a'sae] /asae/ 'to be 
strong'; /x/ [x] voiceless velar fricative, as in t'xaina] 
/xaina/ 'to have', [e'xana] /exana/ 'to make', ['xuraxi] 
/xiiraxi/ 'parrots'; and /h/ [h] voiceless glottal fricative, 
which is always a consonant, as in [homo'beto] /homobeto/ 
'spider', [a'hibi] /ahibi/ 'none', ['naehava] /naehava/ 'tree'. 

The voiced fricatives are the following: /v/ allophone 
[w] voiced labial semivowel occurs only adjacent to /o/ and 
preceding /a/ utterance -initial, with allophone [v w ] voiced 
labialized (or rounded) labiodental fricative ranging to [v] in 
other environments, as in [pe'wonoto] /pevonoto/ 'tooth', 
[wa'v w ahai] /vavahai/ 'to shout', [wo'kona] /vokona/ 'to 
split', [homo'wabi] /homovabi/ 'boa', [o'webi] /ovebi/ 
'deer', [a»v w iri] /aviri/ 'dog', [vi'tsaba] /vitsaba/ 'to 
grow', ['bava] /bava/ 'sweet yuca', ['kaehava] /kaehava/ 
'one thing'; /r/ [Z] voiced retroflexed grooved fricative that 
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fluctuates freely with [f] voiced alveolar trill, as in ['raena] 
/raena/ 'blue 1 , ['mera] /mera/ 'water 1 , ['peri] /peri/ 
'cassava bread'. 

The nasals are the following: /m/ [m] voiced bilabial 
nasal, as in ['maha] /maha/ 'a large parrot', ['ema] /ema/ 
'rain', ['mera] /mera/ 'water'; and /n/ [n] voiced alveolar 
nasal, as in ['naehava] /naehava/ 'tree', [ma'nepato] 
/manepato/ 'flea', ['ena] /ena/ 'your mother'. 

The lateral is /l/ [1] voiced retroflexed lateral flap, 
as in ['mali] /mali/ 'an egret', [a'lerito] /alerito/ 'a palm 
worm', f'lisibo] /lisibo/ 'a basket'. 

The semivowel /y/ [y] voiced palatal semivowel ranges 
to [dy] as in ['yaho] /yaho/ 'salt', [a'yaihava] /ayaihava/ 
'a lot', [pe'yere] /peyere/ 'a figure'. 

3.1. Contrasts . Consonant phonemes are in contrast in 
analogous environments in the following examples : 

b/p/v ['hoba] /hoba/ 'to bark', ['hopa] /hopa/ 'to fall', 

['hova] /hova/ 'to diminish', 
d/t ['dainato] /dainato/ 'fly', ['taika] /taika/ 'to 

grab', [duhu'aine] /duhuaine/ 'fish', [tu'hube] 

/tuhiibe/ 'armadillo'. 
d/y [da'kalinae] /dakalinae/ 'a tree', [y a 'kali] 

/yakali/ 'a basket', ['daethe] /daethe/ 'a potato', 

['yaeta] /yaeta/ 'to arrive', 
d/r ['daethe] /daethe/ 'a potato', ['raena] /raena/ 

'blue', ['kudeto] /kudeto/ 'firefly', ['sureto] 

/sureto/ 'cricket'. 
d/1 fdiribatsi] /diribatsi/ 'to have a rash', 

[li'robatsi] /lirobatsi/ 'to be wiped', [du'nusito] 

/dunusito/ 'pineapple', ['liunanae] /lumanae/ 'a 

tree', 
t/th [pe'taxu] /petaxu/ 'foot', [pe'thamu] /pethamu/ 

'froth', ['thihai] /thfliai/ 'hard', ['tine] /tine/ 
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'to itch', [thi'thika] /thithika/ 'to chip 1 , [ti'tika] 

/titika/ 'to tear'. 
t/ts ['tsane] /tsane/ 'marker for future tense', ['tane] 

/tane/ 'to see'. 
ts/s f'tseva] /tseva/ 'dry', ['seba] /seba/ 'to roast', 

['seta] /seta/ 'to cook', ['tsone] /tsone/ 'an 

anteater', ['sono] /sono/ 'butterflies'. 
k/x/h ['kua] /kua/ 'to dig', ['xua] /xiia/ 'this', ['hua] 

/hua/ 'to swim 1 . 
v/f [xania'vaeta] /xaniavaeta/ 'to pack', [a'faetabi] 

/afaetabi/ 'to be lazy', [humeko'veneta] 

/humekoveneta/ 'to obey', [nako'feneta] 

/nakofeneta/ 'to forget', 
f/p [a'faetabi] /afaetabi/ 'to be lazy', [a'paena] 

/apaena/ 'will drink', f'purana] /purana/ 'gray', 

[fu'rana] /furana/ 'blister'. 
r/1 f'bula] /bula/ 'rattlesnake', ['xura] /xiira/ 'a 

parrot', [si'ripibo] /sirfpibo/ 'blow -gun', 

f'silipi] /silipi/ 'a toucan', ['bole] /bole/ 'bad 

omen', [ro'bore] /robore/ 'pull!' 
m/n f'ema] /ema/ 'rain', ['ena] /ena/ 'your mother'. 

4. Vowels . The vowels consist of two series, one of 
oral vowels and a second of nasal vowels. 

The oral vowels are the following: /i/ [i] voiced high 
close front unrounded vocoid, as in ['ikotia] /flcotia/ 'sun', 
f'hitsipa] /hftsipa/ 'to want', [i'soto] /isoto/ 'fire'; /e/ [e] 
voiced high open central unrounded vocoid, as in ['etsexe] 
/etsexe/ 'smoke', ['pene] /pene/ 'intestines', [pe'vene] 
/pevene/ 'name'; /u/ [u] voiced high close back rounded 
vocoid, as in ['unul /linu/ 'forest', [bu] /bu/ 'hammock', 
[bu'suto] /busuto/ 'toad'; /e/ [e] voiced mid front unrounded 
vocoid, ranging from close to open, as in ['ema] /ema/ 
'rain', [pe 'korof eto] /pekorofeto/ 'feather', [pe'korofe] 
/pekorofe/ 'feathers', [pe'eto] /peeto/ 'spine', [pe'e] /pee/ 
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'spines'; /a/ [a] voiced low open central unrounded vocoid 
ranging to [o] voiced mid close central unrounded vocoid and 
following [i] to [e] voiced mid open front unrounded vocoid, 
as in [a'faetabi] /afaetabi/ 'to be lazy 1 , t'xura] /xura/ 'a 
parrot', ['perira] /perira/ 'a drink', [itsieta] /itsiata/ 
'always'; and /o/ [o] voiced mid close back rounded vocoid, 
as in [o'v w ebi] /ovebi/ 'deer 1 , [bo] /bo/ casa, [pebo'soto] 
/pebosoto/ 'tail'. 

High vowels /i/ and /u/ are slightly less syllabic when 
they occur unstressed as first member of a vowel cluster. 
There is no contrast between /e/ and /a/ after /i/; the [e] 
vocoid which occurs there is arbitrarily assigned to /a/. 

The nasal vowels are the following: /f/ [fl voiced high 
close front unrounded nasal vocoid, as in [af'afto] /aiMto/ 
'tigrillo', [fe'feto] /laf&to/ 'a small hawk'; /e/ [e] voiced 
high open central unrounded nasal vocoid, as in ['setah§] 
/setah§/ 'I cook'; /u/ [u] voiced high close back rounded 
nasal vocoid, as in [uhue] /uhue/ 'vocative for younger re- 
lative', [uira] /uira/ 'a duck'; /e/ [e] voiced mid close 
front unrounded nasal vocoid, as in [uhue] /uhul/ 'vocative 
for younger relative'; in /a/ [a] voiced low open unrounded 
nasal vocoid, as in f'haha] /haha/ 'yes', ['yaihar 'tsanukae] 
/yaihaf tsanukae/ 'quiet'; and in /o/ Id] voiced mid close 
back rounded nasal vocoid, as in ['hoko] /h6ko/ 'a bird'. 

4.1. Contrasts. Oral vowels are in contrast in anal- 
ogous environments as indicated in the following examples: 
i/e/a f'iri] /iri/ 'mouse', ['ire] /ire/ 'coals', ['ira] 

/ira/ 'soil'. 
i/e f'tahani] /tahani/ 'I am hungry', ['tahane] /tahane/ 

'my animal', 
e/u f'tahe] /tahe/ 'far', [a'tahu] /atahu/ 'hot', 

['bene] /bene/ 'a rodent', t'bunuhu] /bunuhu/ 'a 

fish', 
u/o [bo] /bo/ 'house', [bu] /bu/ 'hammock', 
o/a Papa] /apa/ 'to drink', ['apo] /apo/ 'not'. 
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a/e t'tahe] /tahe/ 'far 1 , [a'taha] /ataha/ 'tough', 
['xane] /xane/ 'I', [e'xana] /exana/ 'to make'. 

Nasal vowels contrast with oral vowels in the following 
examples: ['setahS] /setah§/ 'I cook' ['tahe] /tahe/ 'far'; 
and [uhue] /uhul/ 'vocative for younger relative', [ahue] 
/ahue/ 'slippery'. 

The nasal vowels have a limited distribution and there- 
fore a low functional load. For this reason they are not 
indicated when they occur in the first two environments 
below which are predictable. They occur: 1) following a 
nasal; 2) following an /h/ which follows a nasal vowel, as 
in ['bunuhu] /bunuhu/ 'a fish', ['nehe] /neheV 'howler mon- 
key'; 3) in the suffix [-hel /-he/, 'first person subject 
marker', as in ['setahe] /setahe/ 'I cook'; and the word 
[uhue] /uhul/ 'vocative for younger relative'; and 4) in 
certain onomatopoetic words, as in ['yalhai 'tsanukae] 
/yitihai tsanukae/ 'quiet', f'hdko] /h6ko/ 'a bird', [iaiito] 
/iaiito/ 'a small hawk', ['haha] /hiha/ 'yes', [uara] /Mra/ 
'a duck'. 

5. Suprasegmental phonemes . Suprasegmental features 
include phonemic stress . 

5.1. Stress . Stress is phonemic, as seen in the follow- 
ing examples: /ake/ 'to be cold', /ake/ 'scorpions'; /tasito/ 
'fecal material', /tasito/ 'my leg bone'; /yahota/ 'with salt', 
/yahota/ 'to carry inside'. High pitch tends to occur on 
stressed syllables. 

6. Distribution . 

6.1. Syllable patterns . A syllable is defined as a unit 
of potential stress placement. It may consist of a vowel, or 
a consonant plus a vowel, as in the following patterns: CV 
as in ['bo] /bo/ 'house', ['se.ta] /seta/ 'to cook', ftii.'ka] 
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/hika/ 'a greeting'; CV.Vas in [a.'na.'e.pa.na] /anaepana/ 
'to be angry 1 , t'ma.pa.na.e] /mapanae/ 'a tree 1 , ['ku.a] 
/kua/ 'to dig 1 ; V as in [i.'so.to] /isoto/ 'fire', ['i.so] /iso/ 
'firewood', [a.hu.'e] /ahue/ 'slippery', cf. [a.ko.be.hu.'e] 
/akobehue/ 'slippery hand'; V.V as in ['a.u.ra] /aura/ 
'embarrassed', cf. [a.hu.me.'u.ra] /ahumeura/ 'embar- 
rassed to speak', [a.e.'ko.no.xa.e] /aekonoxae/ 'in a short 
time ' . 

6.2. Single consonants . Any consonant may occur as C 
in the CV syllables, with the following exceptions: /v/ does 
not occur preceding /u/, /y/ does not occur preceding /i/, 
and no examples have been found of /th/ preceding /e/. 
See examples in 6.3. 

6*3* Single vowels . Any vowel may occur as nucleus of 
a V syllable: /ahena/ 'today', /eneto/ 'a wasp', /ikotia/ 
'sunlight', /ohoba/ 'to sharpen', /uba/ 'to plant', /eva/ 'to 
be jealous'. 

Any vowel may occur as the nucleus of a CV syllable, 
with the exceptions mentioned in 6.2: /hika/ 'a greeting', 
/bexane/ 'like me', /peri/ 'cassava bread', /bo/ 'house', 
/bu/ 'hammock', /xame/ 'you', /pabere/ 'rack', /mahita/ 
'to sleep', /mera/ 'water', /nikata/ 'to fell', /moya/ 
'silently', /nuka/ 'to stand'. 

6.4. Vowel clusters . All vowel glides function as two 
vowels . Vowel clusters occur in the following combinations : 
word -medially occur ai /xaina/ 'to have', ae /anaepana/ 
'to be angry', au /baupa/ 'door', ae /nakayaeta/ 'to lean 
against', aa /naava/ 'dress', io /hiopa/ 'skinny', ia /kiata/ 
'to wash', /ukubiaba/ 'to cut', iu /xiuta/ 'to sharpen', ee 
/peeto/ 'spine', ua /suaba/ 'to spit', ui /xuipa/ 'a root', 
ue /tikueku/ 'a bird', ea /naxeana/ 'to sing', ee /keetatsi/ 
'tied', oo /poona/ 'grass'; word-initially occur ai /aitakiri/ 
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'dark 1 , ae /aekonoxae/ 'a short time 1 , au /aura/ 'embar- 
rassed 1 , io /iopoka/ 'to twist 1 , ee /eeka/ 'to sit for a dura- 
tion 1 , ua /uara/ 'a duck 1 ; word-finally occur ai /yorai/ 
'hat 1 , ae /pomonae/ 'they', ae'/oxae/ 'a palm', ia /xualia/ 
'to throw', iu /tsaliu/ 'a fish', ee /pee/ 'spines', ua 
/hunua/ 'to enter', ui /xurui/ 'a fruit', ue /basue/ 'sugar 
cane', ea /bexea/ 'late'. 

Vowel clusters occur following certain consonants as 
follows: ai follows x, h, y, n, t, p, v, d, r, m, th, b, k, f; ae 
follows k,h,n,m,p,v,f,ts,x; au follows b; ae follows k,s, 
y,r,t,p,m,v,x,d; aa follows n,p,th; io follows h,n; ia 
follows k,h,s,n,b,v,f, l,p,t,th,ts,m,r,x; iu follows x,k, s, 
1; ee follows n,p,b; ua follows k,x,h, s,n,b,m,t,f,p; ui 
follows x,h,r,t,ts,p,s,th; ue follows k,x,h, s,p,l,r,ts,n; 
ea follows x,r,b,h,n; ee follows k,v; oo follows p,k,m. 

One cluster of three vowels /uai/ occurs in the dialect 
of some speakers following k and h. The dialect variants are 
as follows: /kuaikuaihai/ , /kuikuihai/ 'to chat'; /pekuaibo/, 
/pekuibo/ 'mouth'; /kuaito/, /kuito/ 'frog'; /pekuaito/, 
/pekuito/ 'fruit'; /vatsukuaito/ , /vatsukaito/ 'a weevil'; 
/naruhuaita/ , /naruhaita/ 'to hunt'; /duhuai/, /duhai/, 
/duhue/ 'fish'. 

Two clusters of four vowels occur. These consist of 
initial clusters of two vowels reduplicated, aeae /aeaehai/ 
'to cry', laia /iafeto/ 'a hawk'. 

7. Observations on special phonetic characteristics . 
Glottal stop |>] does not function as a phoneme. Phonetically 
it optionally occurs in the following locations: 1) before an 
initial vowel, as in ['?ema] freely fluctuating with ['ema] 
/ema/ 'rain'; 2) between identical vowels at a syllable 
boundary as in [e'?ekahe] freely fluctuating with [e'ekahe] 
/eekahe/ 'to sit for a duration of time'; 3) after a final 
vowel as in [a'faetabi?] freely fluctuating with [a'faetabi] 
/afaetabi/ 'to be lazy'; 4) as transition between a vowel and 
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A>/> /p/> or /d/ as in [pi?bi'siane] freely fluctuating with 
[pibi'siane] /pibisiane/ 'an ugly man 1 , [ f tsa?bana] freely 
fluctuating with ['tsabana] /tsabana/ f to decay 1 , [a'ka?dale] 
freely fluctuating with [a'kadale] /akadale/ f a tern 1 ; 5) in 
the word ['haha?] /haha/ 'yes 1 . 

A consonant cluster optionally occurs in fast speech 
where a vowel is dropped between two consonants which have 
the same point of articulation, as in [ira'berto] , [ira'bereto] 
/irabereto/ 'clay grill'; [paa'tahumbeje], [paa'tahumebeje] 
/paatahumebeje/ 'the two of you are warm'; [hava'sirto], 
thava'sirito] /havasfrito/ 'a bat'. 

Vowels tend to be slightly longer on stressed than on 
unstressed syllables. 
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